Purpose: Top management commitment is considered a significant factor in improvement programmes, and many papers have been written about the role of top management commitment in implementing a quality management system. However, not considering other management levels' commitment, such as middle management, may lead to issues in achieving organisational development. Public organisations that work through vertical structures may face a lack of middle management commitment, which might have a negative impact on lower and non-management staff commitment to improvement programmes. In this regard, this study seeks to examine the impact of middle management's commitment towards improvement initiatives in public organisations. Methodology: Empirical research with a mixed-method design used semi-structured interviews and a questionnaire to explore the current practices of continuous improvement (CI) and examine employees' views from different management levels of the implications of current improvements in a Saudi public service organisation. Findings: The analysis indicated that the lower managers and non-management staff agree that, after the implementation of the quality management system, the organisation's middle management showed a lack of commitment to that system. Moreover, this lack of commitment is recognised in the analysis of participants' views of CI practices recorded in the questionnaire and interviews. This lack of commitment has caused poor employee commitment and thus a lack of problem solving in organisational departments. It is also responsible for a lack of employee involvement, the centralisation of decisions, deficiencies in terms of determining and applying training, inequality between employees and a lack of trust between employees and their managers. These issues could be managed and resolved through middle management and their commitment. Practical implications: Increasing middle managers' awareness of the importance of their commitment to improvement initiatives can have an impact on employees' commitment towards improvement initiatives, especially in those public organisations that have vertical/hierarchical structures. The level of commitment towards the implementation of improvement programmes needs further in-depth analyses to identify which factors influence public organisation leaders' commitment to improvement programmes. Value: The results of this study could motivate middle managers in public organisations to review their policies and to facilitate CI initiatives.
Introduction
Over the past 35 years, the public sectors of both developing and developed nations have begun to adopt many management techniques from the private sector to improve their performance. Many public services, including healthcare agencies, security, education and other government services, have integrated the notion of quality management into their daily operations to enhance performance and service quality (Saint Martin, 2001, p. 118) as governments across the globe realized the importance of quality in the level of the services they offer to their citizens (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2000; Boyne & Walker, 2002, p. 111 ).
According to Sharma and Hoque (2002, p. 351) , quality management caused absenteeism and employee turnover rates to drop as public sector organisations began to work together towards employee and customer satisfaction. Moreover, continuously improving organisational performance is considered to be the base for every successful implementation of quality management (Walsh, Hughes & Maddox, 2002, p. 300; Temponi, 2005, p. 17) . Fryer, Antony and Douglas (2007) reviewed 29 papers that looked at critical success factors and continuous improvement (CI), and found that CI is unlikely to succeed if there is a lack of senior management support. Moreover, after reviewing 112 studies in the CI field during the course of this study, these authors determined that the commitment of top management is considered to be among the most critical factors in the success of any efforts that are aimed at changing the operational philosophy of an organisation. Moreover, Kaye and Anderson (1999) and Prajogo and Sohal (2004) claim that leadership and commitment to CI must be demonstrated by managers at all levels of an organisation. Management plays an equally important role after implementation, ensuring a commitment to quality management and working toward success (Grover, Agrawal & Khan, 2006, p. 449; Sila, 2007, p. 89) . Wooldridge, Schmid and Floyd (2008, p. 1191) state that middle management is a required point of observation from which to study the organisational process associated with building and developing capabilities. Bartlett and Ghoshal (1993, p. 44) confirm the importance of middle managers as horizontal integrators who help to ensure the distribution of knowledgebased resources throughout the organisation. The role of middle management in quality should act as a facilitator to work process, managing employees, enabling change in culture, development and sustainability of quality teams and solving problems (Harrington & Williams, 2004, p. 302) . However, a lack of attention to middle management during the improvement process will lead to loopholes or delays in efforts towards organisational development. Zairi, Letza & Oakland (1994, p. 38) emphasized that a failure associated with TQM implementation is not really the failure of TQM to deliver results but rather a failure of managers' commitment to introduce it effectively. Implementing quality initiatives requires employees to be involved and empowered at their tasks, which might have an adverse impact on the middle management commitment because middle managers see employees' empowerment and involvement as a reduction of their authority and ability to control (Stupak & Leitner, 2001, p. 17; Harrington & Williams, 2004, p. 297) . Middle management has been seen as a source of resistance to quality improvement processes (Endres, 2000, p. 59; Harrington & Williams, 2004, p. 303) .
Moreover, organisation strategies that lack middle management commitment face serious implementation issues such as unnecessary delays in the strategy implementation process (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1994, p. 49) . Furthermore, lower management commitment toward improvement at public organisations that work through vertical structures might be affected when there is lack of middle-management concern. The commitment of middle managers is crucial to ensure that quality initiatives are implemented effectively at lower levels. Middle managers need to be assured that the strategic goals that they are pursuing are the goals that their actual performance will be measured against (Harrington & Williams, 2004, p. 304 ).
Thus, this paper seeks to explore how CI initiatives work in a Saudi Arabian public service organisation and to examine the impact of middle management's commitment towards improvement initiatives. The paper is part of a larger research project that focuses on CI in the Saudi public service sector.
Literature review
Commitment is critical to successful implementation of CI (Kaye & Dyason, 1995; Kaye & Anderson, 1999; Lillrank et al., 2001; Emiliani, 2003; Achanga et al., 2006) . The commitment of members of top management is considered to be critical to the success of any efforts that are aimed at changing the operational philosophy of the organisation (Sanjay & O'Shaughnessy, 1998, p. 16) . Moreover, the level of management commitment and support across all management levels may have an impact on success or failure CI efforts at organisation (Oakland, 2011) .
Non-managerial influence also plays an important role in CI implementation (Savolainen, 1999) . CI initiatives are dependent on the level of commitment of the participants (Middel, Boer & Fisscher, 2006) , with each participant usually playing one or more roles in improvement process, for example the role of employees in an improvement process can be as facilitators of communication and/or discussion, as information providers and/or as problem solvers. Bhuiyan and Baghel (2005) have observed that CI initiatives are usually undertaken at three employee levels within an organisation, i.e. at the management level, within teams (both formal and informal) and at the employee level. For the manager, CI initiatives would be more related to concepts of strategy, while for the team level, CI initiatives would probably be involved with initiatives towards resolving issues and challenges within in the improvement processes Finally, on the individual level, CI initiatives would be concerned with everyday, day-to-day tasks so that all tasks are performed more efficiently. It is important that the management takes a strategic view of a CI implementation exercise so that benefits are accrued from all the three levels of activity.
Managers are responsible for creating and maintaining an environment in which employees are fully involved in achieving goals related to CI of organisational performance (Kruger, 2012, p. 170; Parumasur & Govender, 2013, p. 640) . Management commitment to CI is also demonstrated by (a) acceptance of responsibility for successful change resulting from CI, (b) involvement, (c) investment of resources, (d) decisions, (e) understanding of their influence on the behaviour of members of the organisation, (f) empowerment, and (g) reviews of progress (Gill, 2002) .
The top management of an organisation has the responsibility of supporting the effort of employees to improve processes (Berger, 1997) . Moreover, Caffyn (1999) indicated that promoting CI capability within organisations requires managers at all levels to show their active commitment to CI. Evans and Lindsay (2008, p. 461) state that middle management have a critical role in creating and sustaining the culture of CI. The role of middle managers can be more focused on improving operational processes that form the foundation of customer satisfaction, creating a culture of teamwork and cooperation, and preparing employees for changes. Floyd and Wooldridge (1997, p. 466) emphasised the importance of the role of middle managers within organisations, where they facilitate, negotiate, and interpret connections between the strategic and operational levels. Moreover, they suggested a typology of middle management involvement in strategy that describes the upward and downward influence of middle managers on the strategic change process. The typology is composed of two divisions: upward vs downward activity and integrative vs divergent activity, which collectively describe four types of middle-management strategic involvement (Floyd & Woolridge, 1992, p. 154) .
Considering the role of middle management upward, championing alternatives refers to the ability of middle management to provide ideas that have an impact on the organisational future, and synthesizing information is the interpretation and evaluation of information that affects top management (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1997, p. 467) . In the downward direction, towards the lower level of management, facilitating adaptability is the ability of middle managers to promote experimentation and creatively develop work activities. Implementing a deliberate strategy is the ability to recognize implemented objectives and to link organisational activities to the strategic objectives set by top management (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992, p. 154; Mantere, 2008, p. 302) .
Middle managers require skills to monitor employees and resources involved in implementing organisational plans, the ability to reflect upon their experiences and relationships and to work effectively with employees to implement changes that may arise from the top level of the organization as well as those that may arise from the lower levels of the organisation (Weide & Wilderom, 2004) . Dale, van der Wiele and van Iwaarden (2007, p. 55) indicated that the role of middle managers will be effective if they are committed to the implementation and development of quality management systems at their organisations. Moreover, they should display behaviours that are supportive of quality management and act as role models for lower level managers and other employees (Evans & Lindsay, 2008) . Furthermore, middle managers should be responsible for explaining quality management principles to employees and ensuring that their own commitment is communicated (Oakland, 2011, p. 519) .
Within a quality management context, middle managers should focus on developing the improvement plans and processes of their departments, ensuring that the improvement plans and the department's objectives are compatible with the organisation's strategic objectives.
Moreover, middle managers need to develop their levels of communication with lower managers and employees, their involvement with the lower level employees and ensure that lower level managers are trained to use improvement tools and techniques. Furthermore, middle managers should work as information providers to top management regarding the quality management implementation process and the difficulties that lower managers and employees face during implementation (Dale et al., 2007, p. 55 ).
This study examines the role of middle management commitment in facilitating improvement initiatives at public service organisations in Saudi Arabia.
Research Method
This empirical research is part of a larger research program studying CI in eight organisations within the Saudi Arabian public service sector. A mixed-method design has been employed to collect qualitative and quantitative data. Semi-structured interviews and a questionnaire were conducted to explore the current practices of CI and to examine the views of employees from different management levels on the implications of current improvements in these Saudi Arabian public service organisations. This paper addresses the findings from just one of the investigated organisations.
Two managers from each organisation, who have an in-depth understanding of the current CI practices and issues that organisations face in implementing improvement initiatives, were selected to take part in semi-structured interviews as critical cases (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003, p. 79; Silverman, 2011, p. 388) . The findings from the literature and interviews were then combined to design the 45 items of the research questionnaire. To ascertain participants' views on these CI practices, a 5-point Likert scale was used, where (1) was 'strongly disagree' and (5) was 'strongly agree'. These were supplemented by open questions to provide a richer understanding of the responses to the closed questions.
The questionnaire instrument was pilot tested by 33 participants from two organisations that were not involved in the research to improve the internal validity of research questionnaire.
Moreover, five experts who have experience in the public sector and in the development and improvement of Saudi Arabian government organisations were invited to evaluate survey formatting, clarity, question wording, overlapping responses, and question balancing of the questionnaire. The pilot study suggested that there were some technical alterations necessary to eliminate four items and rephrase two. The final part of the pilot test was to determine the internal consistency of questionnaire items using alpha coefficient tests. The reliability test result was 0.86, which demonstrated that the data measurements were internally consistent.
Factor analysis of the identified CI practices resulted in the description of seven measurement factors: development and learning, communication, strategic performance management, customer focus, process and management support, employees focus, and team problemsolving. The rationale behind selecting factor analysis was that it enables the researcher to generate a group of latent variables underpinning a set of measured variables, thus improving the quality of the research findings by allowing the researcher to identify and eliminate items that fail to fit into any of the factors or that fit into more than one of those factors (Field, 2009; DeVellis, 2012) .
Case study research
MU is one of the Saudi Arabian public service organisations that have recently implemented a quality management system. MU is responsible for designing municipal services that are provided to the public through eleven regional offices which, at the time of the research, had 217 employees working on the development and improvement of the services provided to the public. The organisation has a traditional bureaucratic structure, with vertical management layers that include a top management board, middle management, lower management and non-management staff. In recent years, the advent of information technology has placed immense pressure on the public service sector to adopt a more collaborative and informationsharing environment that can increase organisational efficiency and effectiveness. MU has an established departmental quality management system that focuses on reviewing existing work processes and improving the e-services that are provided to customers through its offices.
Two managers from the MU top management board (the senior manager and the planning and development manager) were selected for interviews. The research questionnaire was distributed to and self-administered by the entire MU population (217 employees), whether management, including upper managers, middle management, lower management or nonmanagement staff. The size of MU was considered to be sufficiently manageable to facilitate the distribution of the questionnaire to all employees including all levels of management (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009, p. 212) . To enable a process of confirming the findings of interviews and questionnaire, respondents were asked, via the questionnaire, to volunteer as a self-selecting sample of those who wished to take part in either follow-up semi-structured interviews and/or focus groups discussing their perceptions about CI and CSFs in MU (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 241) .
A template analysis was carried out on the qualitative data that was collected through semistructured interviews and on the open questions within the questionnaire. A template analysis refers to a list of codes representing factors or themes, identified within a text (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 489 ) that can be used to consolidate different participants' perspectives into one context, which is considered a more flexible technique with less complex procedures (King, 2004, p. 257 ).
The questionnaire data was analyzed using descriptive analysis including the frequency of participants' distribution, mean values of questionnaire items and the overall mean value of key improvement factors in order to assess participants' agreement and disagreement toward the questionnaire items and factors. Moreover, one-way ANOVA was used to establish whether the means of factors differed across participants' job levels (Hamilton, 2008, p.163 ).
In the following section, the response of interviewees and the questionnaires are discussed.
Results and discussion
The response rate for the questionnaire was 149 of 217, or 69 % and 52 participants of the 149 took the opportunity to offer additional comments to supplement their responses to the closed questions. Table 1 Furthermore, MU senior managers indicated that the benefits of the established quality management approach at the organisation are the increasing awareness of the services that are provided to customers, improved external communication with customers and other public organisations and simplified work processes. However, the development manager stated that when the organisation started applying a quality management system and transferred employees' work partly to new lines of electronic work processes, there were some departments that did not accept these changes easily. This might relate to the work characteristics in these departments, the level of employee and manager response to changes in the organisation and/or the lack of sufficient awareness about quality.
Moreover, the interviewees stated that the quality management system presented some issues that may impact on quality management sustainability in the future. One of the major issues that the organisation faces is employees' resistance to change, which is caused in the interviewees' view, by a lack of commitment and motivation. Furthermore, both senior managers reported that there was a lack of commitment on the part of middle management to the current improvement efforts.
Using the responses to the questionnaire, descriptive statistical analysis was used to reveal various improvement factors, including development and learning, the level of communication and cooperation, strategic performance management, internal and external customer focus, process management support, employee focus and team problem-solving.
This analysis of the measurement factors ( Table 2 ) indicates generally that, statistically, participants were neutral towards the current CI practices at MU. However, the mean value of 3.58 for the process management factor is the exception and indicates that participants tend to agree that incremental changes in work processes contribute to making improvements in organisational processes and enhance the cooperation between departments and the sharing experience between employees.
Furthermore, maintaining a commitment by top management to providing all resources necessary, and involvement at the lower level of the organisation, contributes to improving work processes. The level of improvement in these work processes may result from the establishment of quality management at the organisation.
The descriptive analysis of key factors indicated that participants tend to agree with six improvement practices (Table 3) . Table 3 : Improvement practices as stated by participants However, the analysis indicated some disagreement regarding team problem-solving among lower management and non-management staff participants. The issues included the lack of a specialist in the problem-solving team, such as a process design specialist or IT specialist, the lack of an analytical approach, and the lack of cooperation across boundaries at all levels.
To determine whether there are any statistically significant differences between the means of participant groups, a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to establish whether the means of the factors differed across participants' job levels (Hamilton, 2008, p. 163 ).
However, there are assumptions that need to be considered before running one-way ANOVA.
These assumptions include that testing that the dependent variable is normally distributed for each group of independent variables and a test of the homogeneity of variances (Levene's test was used here) to determine if the population variance for each group is the same (LarsonHall, 2010, p. 272 The comparison between participants' groups showed that the views of middle-management participants are significantly different from non-management staff participants in relation to factors including development and learning, communication, customer focus, process management support, and team problem-solving (Table 5) . Moreover, the analysis showed that there is a division of participants' views to evaluate the priority of the improvement teams in problem-solving at MU. The analysis indicated that middle management participants agree to the role of teams in problem-solving and improving operational processes. However, the views of lower management and non-management participants showed that controlling the cooperation with improvement teams to address improvement issues and implement required changes at management levels, lack of using appropriate methods to improve processes and lack of specialists in these teams affected the role of improvement teams at MU. The results of the statistical analysis indicate that there is a gap between views of middle managers and other participants regarding improvement practices at MU. Furthermore, these results are supported by the views of participants in focus group and interviews.
In the second part of the questionnaire, 52 of the 149 respondents from middle management, lower management and non-management staff responded to the open questions regarding current CI practices at MU. The participants indicated that the structure of the organisation plays an important role in implementing a strategy. Although MU has a vertical structure, as a result of public-sector bureaucracy and the centralisation of decision-making, participants emphasized the role of middle management in the organisation. Moreover, lower management and non-management staff indicated that middle management at MU plays as important a role as top management but lacks top management's commitment, which caused delay in improving organisation activities. In an organisation with a hierarchical structure such as MU's, middle management extends from the managers located below the top managers to those immediately above the first-level supervisors (Dutton & Ashford, 1993) .
The structural position of middle managers should allow them to work as channels for the translation of top management strategic objectives as well as an important force for managing organisation activities (Salih & Doll, 2013) .
Although, in theory, the role of middle management is to facilitate and implement the change process in a downward direction, the survey responses from lower levels reported a lack of middle management commitment after implementation of the quality management system.
Moreover, this issue was also reported by senior managers during the interviews.
Statistically, the analysis showed that there are significant differences between the views of lower level management and middle management. Furthermore, lower management and nonmanagement staff participants indicated that their lack of commitment to ongoing improvement in the organisation is a result of a lack of commitment from middle management. Many issues were reported by lower level participants after implementation of the quality management system, vis-a-vis:
 Lack of problems solving processes in organisational departments.
 Lack of employee involvement in improvement processes.
 Centralisation of decisions that caused lack of empowerment.
 Lack of communication between departments due to centralisation at organisation.
 Deficiencies in terms of determining and applying training that focus on improvement  Lack of trust between employees and managers.
 Inequality between employees and workloads in some departments.
 Lack of updating work process due to the lack of empowerment.
 Lack of integrated improvement processes within departments' operation plans.
The system of MU seems to be similar to the organisations that implement a managing by objectives (MBO) approach. This approach is used by managers to link the targets of the organisation system with employees' goals and behaviours. MBO focuses on the results rather than the organisation system, controlling employees rather than processes and lacking cooperation in the organisation. These features of MBO may not be compatible with quality behaviours and might lead to the failure of the quality programme (Castellano & Roehm, 2001, p. 40) . Moreover, CI issues that were identified at MU indicated that the impact of MBO still exists after implementing quality initiatives which might influence the commitment of middle management to quality at lower levels creating a resistance to changes that quality processes required. However, it is noted that the influence of MBO on quality initiatives is debatable among scholars (Berg, 1995, p.130; Castellano & Roehm, 2001, p. 39; Stupak & Leitner, 2001, p. 752) . Improvement initiatives require organisation management to focus on improving the system that causes results, implementing suitable methods for improvement and cooperation among management levels.
The research findings were discussed with eight MU employees who had agreed to participate in a follow-up focus group and/or interview. Six participants of middle and lower management levels were involved in a focus group and two members of non-management staff participated in a semi-structured interview. Focus group participants confirmed the issues found at MU and indicated that although the relationship between management levels seems to be acceptable, there is a communication gap and lack of cooperation between management levels. Moreover, the impacts of centralisation at MU after implementation of quality management still exist at middle management level. In the interviews, one participant indicated that the "organisation without restructuring their management levels will face difficulties in improving its communication". Another issue indicated in the focus group and interviews is that middle managers hold their positions for a long time and this contributes to the lack of commitment to changes that affect their authority. Managers' turnover at the middle level will contribute to overcoming centralisation and the communication gap at this level and during the implementation of improvement programmes. Moreover, MU requires the replacements to be young and qualified leaders to implement changes and drive performance. The results suggested that commitment of middle management in improvement processes is considered a central feature of quality initiatives and lack of this role will hinder the quality efforts. Lam (1996) stated that middle managers are more resistant to the implementation of quality management, which may require changes in managerial style and the nature of middle managers' work. Middle managers received more changes in their job role to implement quality management. These changes include working relationships with employees, job responsibility, increased workload and participation in decision-making process (Lam 1996, p. 41) . However, these changes may impact on the middle managers' role if there is a lack of their commitment. Furthermore, Schuler and Harris (1992, cited in Dale et al., 2007, p. 209) stated that middle management should pay more attention to quality management and that their lack of involvement in quality system design and training will lead to them becoming resistant to the change process.
In public organisations with a vertical structure, such as MU, middle management and top management seems to be much closer than the middle management and lower levels. Wooldridge, Schmid and Floyd (2008, p.1192) state that middle managers have more access to top management level as well as their knowledge of operational levels. So, they have a vital role in implementing the organisation's strategy and improving organisational activities.
Moreover, Howell and Higgins (1990) and Mantere (2008, p. 311) found that top management commitment to middle managers increased the authority of those middle managers to define departmental goals and to facilitate adaptability and implement a deliberate strategy.
The issues that were identified in this research by lower level participants can be considered as the factors that are required for successful middle management commitment. These factors include team problem-solving, involvement, increasing the level of trust through empowerment and decentralisation of decisions, communication between organisational departments, the availability of training and learning for employees and allowing employees to apply the outcomes of training programmes and the integration of CI with departmental plans.
In addition to the issues reported by participants, this study suggests that perhaps there are possible issues that cause a lack of commitment at the middle management level, such as their poor understanding of the purpose of quality management and of the meaning of commitment, a lack of sufficient awareness about quality benefits, their limited authority within the organisation, a lack of training and management turnover during quality management implementation. These issues need to be considered in further research.
Conclusions
The research reported here examined the impact of middle management in a public service organisation on improvement initiatives. There is no doubt that top management's commitment is considered a significant factor in improvement efforts and programmes.
However, commitment on the part of other management levels is also crucial. Although implementing quality management at a public service organisation improved work processes and customer service, a lack of middle management commitment after the establishment of improvement practices caused a lack of employee commitment within the vertical structure.
Thus, the level of commitment on the part of middle management will have an impact on lower levels of management. The issues that were identified by the participants could be resolved if middle management became committed to improvement initiatives.
The issues with middle management commitment identified in this study were found after the implementation of quality management and therefore suggest that middle managers need to be trained to accept the changes in their traditional job role that result from implementation improvement initiatives. Moreover, further research should examine the role of middle management before the implementation of improvement initiatives and consider possible issues to maintain middle management's commitment to CI. Furthermore, the current study suggested possible issues that cause a lack of middle management commitment. The impact of these issues could be examined in further work and in a different context.
